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Minor Distractions
What I notice first are the
He rarely ever takes them off but the few
times he has, he is forced to squint to see. And even then I don't think he can
read or see anything. His lenses are so thick. I wonder how much can he can
see without them?
Normally people with vision worse than 20/200 are considered legally
blind. What this means is if a person with 20/200 vision were reading a sign
twenty feet away, a person with 20120 vision could read the same sign from
two hundred feet away. So a person considered to be legally blind needs a
distance of TI'VO feet to spot the letters on a standard eye chart that is normally
TI'Venty feet away.
I've only known legal blindness in terms of the elderly, because as with ev
erything else on the body, eyesight tends to worsen with age. But Nolan doesn't
fit this category, he is much too young. Maybe he has diabetes, or glaucoma.
Maybe there was an accident when he was younger, a sledding incident where
he got trapped underneath a car, his head bobbing up and down on the cement
as the car kept going. IVlaybe he has macular degeneration.
And I wonder if it makes things hard for him, if he ever feels troubled, if
maybe sometimes life is almost too much for him. I wonder if he ever feels
like running away, getting rid of all his things and starting over. I wonder if
he ever feels like breaking things, if he wishes he could find a generous house
with a bunch of glass and delicate objects that would crack or shatter or break
apart with a swing of a bat or a golf club.
The center where I make my visits is ideal for my area of interest: a daily mass
of tourists and shoppers with nothing better to do than waste away. And I
to see it all: mothers with brats for kids who empty their husband's bank ac
counts; business men on their cell phones, reeling in the deal, in a hurry to
no where; old women who plan a day of window shopping but end up buying
lamp shades with their late husband's life insurance payoff-a gathering of
slobs who are proud and eat and eat and spend and spend and throwaway
more than half of what they buy.
And here I am. Sitting in seclusion with a few books I stole from the school
library, a failing med student with no desire to do anything or be anything. And
there is a certain advantage in letting everything go like that: I get to see all of
these little, insignificant people everyday. I get to see all of them moaning and
complaining, hitting and yelling at each other. This is something med school
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teaches you: knowing more about your patients than they know about you.
And out of this mess I found Nolan. He is different from the rest of them.
He doesn't seem to be here to indulge himself in food and things, in the in
significance of it all. He seems to be distracting himself much like I am. And
for the first time in a long time I may be happy to be where I am, that there
may actually be someone else out there who has learned, like I have, to just let
it all go. But making contact is not an option, it would kill the relationship;
leaving would only make it harder.
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What breaks my concentration are two slightly older men in blue outfits, one
balding and squat, the other with a full head of salt and pepper hair, tall and
lanky. The first man is carrying a box of tools, the other wheeling a mechani
cal lift.
What they do is bring the lift to an area in need of repair. I have seen this
done throughout the week: Two men will bring their equipment to a designated
section, the one with the tools will raise the lift, remove an old lighting fixture
and then trade out the damaged fixture for a new one.
When I first saw them doing this I understood. The lighting fixtures are
old, should have been replaced years ago. A good many of them are different
colors now, cracked and chipped, and faded from the overexposure to fluorescent
light. Others seem too loose to be anything less than a hazard.
Two weeks ago one of the fixtures gave way and fell on an old woman. As
far as I could tell she wasn't in that much pain, it had only hit her foot and then
slid away. There were four paramedics, a police officer, the center manager, and
a gurney all for her. She said she was fine, a little sore, but she could make it
on her own. I think they should have let her.
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I call him Nolan not because that is his name, I couldn't care less what name a
person is given. He just looks like a Nolan, a talented nobody who never expects
anything from anybody, who probably still lives with his parents and doesn't
have a job. There is something about him, some aspect of the smaller frame,
the crew cut, the simplicity that fascinates me. His white t-shirt and fading
shoes tell me he doesn't have a lot of money, so he must not come here to eat
or shop. He just sits there at his table, immersed in a green notebook, making
swift and steady wrist movements over the paper. I imagine him drawing what
he sees: a silver wish for the well, a tall table for two, a child's fingers getting
caught in the escalator.
Part of me wants him to break the rule, to come up to me, his hands in his
pockets, and say, "Do you ever wish that sometimes you could leave your body,
take a picture, look at it and say, 'This is not who I am'?"
What interests me at this moment is the Mountain Dew. He lifts the drink to
his mouth-always the same quick blow into the small opening at the top of
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patients than they know about you.
He is different from the rest of them.
1imself in food and things, in the in
tracting himself much like I am. And
)e happy to be where I am, that there
Nho has learned, like I have, to just let
option, it would kill the relationship;

the bottle before one long sip. And as he sets the pop back down on the table
I have to wonder ifhe knows how much high-fructose corn syrup he just took
in, that it's the second main ingredient after carbonated water. I wonder ifhe
knows that the obesity epidemic in America started its unforeseen rise in the
early 80's, when high-fructose corn syrup first invaded food products. What
it does is forces the liver to kick more fat out into the bloodstream. The end
result is that our bodies are essentially tricked into wanting to eat more and at
the same time, we are storing more fat.

slightly older men in blue outfits, one
head of salt and pepper hair, tall and
tools, the other wheeling a mechani

What catches my attention is when I look back over at Nolan, he is staring
intently at something ahead of him. His eyes focus for a few seconds, his gaze
never breaking, and then go back to the table. His hand makes quick move
ments, twisting and twirling over the paper, in such a manner that he might
not have time to complete the picture.
And just as soon as I notice his curiosity, Nolan sits up quickly and casually
closes his notebook, as if he doesn't want it to seem like he has something to
hide, as if I had imagined him being so engrossed in his work.
A pair of guys, the first with a white baseball cap turned to the side, a cell
phone clipped to his belt, and the other with short, spiked up hair, a shiny wrist
watch and diamond earrings, stroll up to Nolan's table, making jokes back and
forth as they approach.
"So what's the deal?" one ofthem says. "You like what you see or something?"
He nudges the other guy and they both laugh.
Nolan just stares down at the table.
"What's in the notebook?" the other one asks. "Let me see how pretty I
look." He says this and then runs the backs of his hands down his face, purs
ing his lips.
"Come on, let's see it," the first guy says.
Nolan just ignores them, sniffs his nose, and stares down at the table.
"Let me see what's in the notebook," the first guy says, seeming more seri
ous this time, forcing his hand to the table.
Nolan pulls the notebook in tighter, not wanting to give it up, but before
he can secure it against his chest the guy snatches it from him. A few loose
papers slip out in the process and fall to the ground. I am doing everything I
can to not get myself involved.
The guy opens up the notebook as the papers spread out on the ground.
Nolan leaves his seat and squats down to get them. The guy steps back,joined
by the other, and then flips through the notebook, laughing and pointing.
Then the other guy notices something about a page that the first guy
didn't. He turns it back and points at it and he says, "What the fuck is this
all about?"
The first guys face turns to stone. He looks up at Nolan and says, "Is this
some kind of joke?" He lowers the notebook and stares at Nolan. "This shit
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